Autonomic and peripheral neuropathies in patients with chronic alcoholism. A dose-related toxic effect of alcohol.
To assess autonomic and peripheral nervous system function in patients with chronic alcoholism. A cross-sectional study. A consecutive sample of 107 alcoholic patients and 61 controls. For autonomic assessment, heart rate variations during deep breathing and Valsalva maneuver and on standing were measured. Blood pressure response to standing up and to sustained handgrip were also evaluated. For assessment of the peripheral nervous system, an electrophysiologic examination was performed. Alcoholic patients exhibited reduced heart rate variability compared with controls (P < .01, on all parasympathetic tests), whereas no differences in the mean values of the blood pressure responses between both groups were found. Twenty-six patients (24.3%) had criteria of autonomic neuropathy, and 34 (32%) had electrophysiologic criteria of peripheral neuropathy. None of the controls exhibited criteria of autonomic neuropathy, and only one had criteria of peripheral neuropathy. The estimated total lifetime dose of alcohol correlated inversely with the parasympathetic indexes (r = -.48 to -.51; P < .001 on all parasympathetic tests) and the sensory potential amplitudes of upper and lower limbs (r = -.43; P < .001, both limbs). Finally, a significant correlation between autonomic and peripheral neuropathies was observed (P = .01). By contrast, these lesions were not related to age, nutritional status, or other alcohol-related diseases. Autonomic and peripheral neuropathies are common among hospitalized alcoholic patients. Alcohol appears to be toxic to autonomic and peripheral nerves in a dose-dependent manner.